Abstract
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A prominent element of the Qur'ān's material on the Jews is its report that the Israelites killed prophets sent to them, a report that appears in nine different passages:
So they were struck with abasement and poverty, and they 1. earned Allah's wrath. That, because they would deny the signs of Allah and kill the prophets unjustly. That, because they would disobey and commit transgressions (Q 2:61b).
2 Certainly, We gave Moses the Book and followed him with 2.
the apostles, and We gave Jesus, the son of Mary, manifest proofs and confirmed him with the Holy Spirit. Is it not that whenever an apostle brought you that which was not to your liking, you would act arrogantly; so you would impugn a group [of them], and kill a [nother] group? (Q 2:87).
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And when they are told, "Believe in what Allah has sent 3.
down," they say, "We believe in what was sent down to us," and they disbelieve what is besides it, though it is the truth confirming what is with them. Say, "Then why would you kill the prophets of Allah formerly, should you be faithful?" (Q 2:91) Those who deny Allah's signs and kill the prophets unjustly 4.
and kill those who call for justice from among the people, inform them of a painful punishment (Q 3:21) .
Wherever they are found, abasement is stamped upon them, 5.
except for an asylum from Allah and an asylum from the people. They have earned the wrath of Allah, and poverty has been stamped upon them. That, because they would deny the signs of Allah and kill the prophets unjustly. That, because they would disobey and commit transgression (Q 3:112) .
Allah has certainly heard the remark of those who said, "Allah 6.
is poor and we are rich." We will record what they have said, 2 All Qur'ān translations are those of Ali Quli Qara'i unless otherwise noted. In this verse (Q 2:87) and in Q 5:70 (passage I) Quli Qara'i translates taqtalūna with "slay," whereas in the other seven passages where this theme is found he uses "kill" to render the various forms of q-t-l. I have accordingly changed "slay" to "kill" in vv. 2:87 and 5:70 in order to represent the consistency of the Arabic text.
and their killing of the prophets unjustly, and We shall say, "Taste the punishment of the burning" (Q 3:181) Tell those who say, "Allah has pledged us not to believe in 7.
any apostle unless he brings us an offering consumed by fire," "Apostles before me certainly did bring you manifest signs and what you speak of. Then why did you kill them, if you are truthful?" (Q 3:183) .
Then because of their breaking their covenant, their denial 8.
of Allah's signs, their killing of the prophets unjustly and for their saying, 'Our hearts are uncircumcised'… Indeed, Allah has set a seal on them for their unfaith, so they do not have faith except a few (Q 4:155) .
Certainly We took a pledge from the Children of Israel and 9.
We sent apostles to them. Whenever an apostle brought them that which was not to their liking, they would impugn a part of them and a part they would kill (Q 5:70) .
In all of these passages the "killers of the prophets" are the Jews. 4 The manner, in which the Qur'ān repeatedly reports that the 4 In certain cases the connection with the Jews appears only in the light of a passage's larger context. Q 2:61a (passage A) describes the ingratitude of the Jews when, having received manna, quails, and water from God in the desert, they ask God to send them different sorts of food. Q 2:91 (passage C) is followed by a condemnation of the Jews for their infidelity to Moses at Mt. Sinai (Q 2:92-93). Q 3:21 (passage D) is seen to involve the Jews in light of v. 24, in which certain infidels are made to say, "The Fire shall not touch us except for a number of days." This same boast appears in Q 2:80, in the midst of an anti-Jewish section of al-Baqara. Q 3:112 (passage E) appears to involve the Jews in light of its connection with two other evidently anti-Jewish verses: Q 2:90 and Q 7:152. Q 3:181 (passage F) and 3:183 (passage G) appear to involve the Jews in light of the statement in the latter verse which the Qur'ān attributes to the same infidels who killed the prophets, viz.: "Allah has pledged us not to believe in any apostle unless he brings us an offering consumed by fire." This statement is connected to Old Testament passages such as Leviticus 9:24, Judges 13:20 and 1 Kings 18:38 in which God demonstrates his designation of religious leaders by consuming an offering with flame. 1 Kings 18:38 is particularly interesting in this regard because it involves Elijah, who in the next chapter is found on Mt. Sinai complaining to God: "I am full of jealous zeal for Yahweh Sabaoth, because the Israelites have abandoned your covenant, have torn down your altars and put your prophets to the sword. I am the only one left, and now they want to kill me" (1 Kings 19:9-10). Q 4:155 (passage H) appears in an anti-Jewish section of al-Nisā' (the Qur'ān has the Israelites boast of having killed Jesus two verses later).
Jews killed the prophets, without ever naming any of the prophets whom they have killed, suggests that the Qur'ān is not concerned with any particular incident. The Qur'ān does not mean to offer the reader information on any particular killing of any particular prophet, nor does it try to convince its audience of the idea that the Jews have killed the prophets. The Qur'ān treats it as a matter of common knowledge that the Jews killed the prophets and makes certain religious arguments in this light. In passage A and passage E the Qur'ān argues that "the abasement and poverty of the Jews" can be explained by, among other things, their killing of the prophets. In passage C the Qur'ān argues that Jewish claims to be faithful should not be believed because they are a people who killed the prophets. In passage F, the Qur'ān argues that the Jews, or some Jews, will be punished in hell because (among other reasons) they have killed the prophets.
Thus in these passages the Qur'ān means above all to say something about the Jews, namely that one of their characteristics as a people is that they kill prophets. This characteristic might be placed alongside others referred to by the Qur'ān: they are a people who made a covenant with God, whom God favored above all other nations, who denied God's signs, whose hearts have been hardened or are uncircumcised, and who kill the prophets. The question for the present paper is why the Qur'ān makes 'the killing of the prophets' one of the principal characteristics of the Jews. On the basis of the Hebrew Bible this presentation hardly makes sense. None of the great prophets in the Hebrew Bible are killed by the Israelites: not Moses, Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, or Daniel. In the Hebrew Bible the Israelites often fail to listen to the prophets, but they don't have the habit of killing them. In this context we might also consider a narrative in 2 Macabees, a parabiblical (Deutorocanonical or apocryphal) Greek work, on the killing of a Jewish man named Eleazar who refuses to eat pork as demanded by the regime of the pagan Seleucid ruler Antiochus IV Epiphanes (r. 175-64 BC). While Eleazer is not named a prophet in this text, he does act like one, and he is killed by his fellow Jews: Eleazar, one of the foremost teachers of the Law, a man already advanced in years and of most noble appearance, had his mouth forced open, to make him eat a piece of pork. * But he, resolving to die with honour rather than to live disgraced, walked of his own accord to the torture of the wheel, * having spat the stuff out, as befits those with the courage to reject what is not lawful to taste, rather than live. * The people supervising the ritual meal, forbidden by the Law, because of the length of time for which they had known him, took him aside and privately urged him to have meat brought of a kind he could properly use, prepared by himself, and only pretend to eat the portions of sacrificial meat as prescribed by the king; * this action would enable him to escape death, by availing himself of an act of kindness prompted by their long friendship.… * "Pretence," he said, "does not befit our time of life;" many young people would suppose that Eleazar at the age of ninety had conformed to the foreigners' way of life * while those who were escorting him, recently so well disposed In addition to these two passages, The Jezebel/Elijah narrative in the Book of Kings refers to the killing of prophets. Nevertheless, it seems to me unlikely the Qur'ān is invoking of any of these passages in particular when it describes the Jews as killers of the prophets. The first two passages are isolated pericopes with no direct connection to the narratives of the Hebrew Bible that otherwise concern the Qur'ān. The passage involving Elijah in 1 Kings is certainly not obscure (it precedes the report of the theophany on Mt. Horeb). Yet it hardly seems likely that the Qur'ān could be alluding to this passage with its repeated description of the Jews as a people who kill the prophets. On the one hand, the reference to the killing of the prophets in this passage is general and is not explained any further. On the other hand, when the Qur'ān refers to the confrontation of Elijah with his unbelieving people, it never accuses them of killing any prophets. 8 towards him, turned against him after this declaration, which they regarded as sheer madness. * He for his part, just before he died under the blows, gave a sigh and said, "The Lord whose knowledge is holy sees clearly that, though I might have escaped death, from awe of him I gladly endure these agonies of body under the lash, and that in my soul I am glad to suffer." * This was how he died, leaving his death as an example of nobility and a record of virtue not only for the young but for the greater part of the nation (2 Maccabees 6:18-24, 29-31).
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The Biblical narrative puts the life of Elijah during the reign of Ahab king of Israel (r. 874-853 BC), and thus the killings to which Elijah refers (cf. 1Kings 18:4) would have taken place before those described in the passages of Chronicles and Jeremiah quoted above. How then might one explain the Qur'ānic presentation of the Jews as killers of the prophets? If we look to Islamic tradition for the answer to this question we might come to the conclusion that Muhammad's rivalry with the Jews of Medina led him to develop increasingly hostile anti-Jewish polemic. This is the sort of conclusion suggested by the Encyclopaedia of Islam article on Jews by Norman Stillman. Speaking of the Medinan period of Muhammad's career Stillman comments: "During this fateful time, fraught with tension after the Hidjra, when Muhammad encountered contradiction, ridicule and rejection from the Jewish scholars in Medina, he came to adopt a radically more negative view of the people of the Book who had received earlier scriptures."
9 From this perspective one might conclude that the Qur'ān describes the Jews as "killers of the prophets" because the Jews of Medina were trying to kill Muhammad. This is the position of Rashīd Ridā, who explains Āl 'Imrān (3) 21 (passage D above) with the remark: "The Jews desired to kill the prophet in the time when this verse and this Medinese Sūra were revealed." There are two problems with this idea. First, there is no selfevident manner by which the nine Qur'ānic passages related to the killing of the prophets could be mapped out onto the traditional biography of the Prophet. The report to this effect in al-Baqara (2) 87 (passage B), a sūra considered by Nöldeke to be the earliest Medinan sūra, is just like that in al-Mā'ida (5) 70 (passage I), a sūra considered by Nöldeke to be the latest Medinan sūra (i.e. to date from a period when the Jews had already been eliminated from Medina). In other words, there is nothing in these verses which would seem to reflect a developing situation in the relationship between Muhammad and Jews (for example, that their murderous threats had become more or less threatening). Second, and perhaps more importantly, the Qur'ān never actually reports that the Jews sought to kill Muhammad. In fact, the Qur'ān always reports that the Jews kill the prophets, and never speaks of any particular plot against this particular prophet.
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Dīn al-Suyūtī (d. 911/1505), Tafsīr al-Jalālayn, ed. Marwān Siwār, (Beirut: Dār al-Jīl, 1410/1995), 9, ad Q 2:61. Another tradition found in classical tafsīrs (e.g. Ibn Kathīr, 1:102, ad Q 2:61) relates that the Israelites killed 300 prophets in a day. Ibn Kathīr reports that the Jews, after killing all of those prophets, opened their vegetable markets the same day. This report may be connected to Esther 9:15, in which the Jews are said to kill 300 of their Persian neighbors in Susa.
The notion that such passages should be explained in light of certain moments from the biography of the Prophet necessarily involves a recourse to narratives which offer a context in that biography for a particular passage. A well-known source for this narratives is Wāhidī's (d. 468/1076) 12 On this same passage Schmitz concludes that the Qur'ān means to accuse the Jews only of infidelity to the prophets; it speaks of "killing" the prophets in a metaphorical sense only.
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Yet to arrive at this conclusion is to miss the manner in which Jews and Christians came to emphasize the killing of prophets as a central feature of Israel's history. This development -the fruit in part of reflection on the story of Zechariah's murder in 2 Chronicles and the references to the killing of the prophets in the Jezebel/Elijah narrative -is found already in Nehemiah 9. In such cases -where the story seems to explain the Qur'ānic material in a conspicuous manner --it is worth asking if the story was remembered from the time of the Qur'ān's proclamation, or rather if it was written in order to explain the Qur'ānic passage. together and commands them to obey the Law. A group of Levites then leads the people in a public confession. In describing the past sins of Israel the Levites declare, among other things: "But they grew disobedient, rebelled against you and thrust your law behind their backs; they slaughtered your prophets who had reproved them to bring them back to you, and committed monstrous impieties" (v. 26).
14 This passage -which speaks of the slaughter of prophets (and not an individual prophet such as Zechariah son of Jehoiada) -seems to be an allusion to the story of Elijah in Kings. Now Elijah of course escapes death when he ascends to heaven in a chariot of fire, but the passage in Nehemiah suggests that the reference to the killing of prophets in the Biblical narrative of his life had a significant effect on the religious thought of later Jewish authors.
The narrative in Chronicles on the killing of Zechariah had a similar effect. The Aramaic Targum to Lamentations (a text generally dated to the first Christian centuries), recounts a tradition (found, as we will see, also in the New Testament) that the prophet Zechariah (to whom a prophetic book is attributed; i.e. not Zechariah son of Jehoiada mentioned in the citation of 2 Chronicles 24 above) was killed by the Jews. 15 The Masoretic text of Lamentations 2:20 reads: "Look, Yahweh, and consider: whom have you ever treated like this? Should women eat their little ones, the children they have nursed? Should priest and prophet be slaughtered in the Lord's sanctuary?" To this the Targum adds the following explanatory reflection: "As you killed Zechariah the son of Iddo, the High Priest and faithful prophet in the sanctuary of the Lord on the Day of Atonement because he admonished them not to do what was displeasing to the 14 I am grateful to Matthew Kuiper for referring me to this passage in Nehemiah and emphasizing its important place in the development of the theme discussed in this article. 15 On this cf. Leviticus Rabbah 10:3 (a text usually dated to the mid-7 th century AD), which explains Lamentations 2:20 with a narrative by which the Israelites kill the "prophet" Hur (although Hur is not named a prophet, or killed, in the Bible; the killing seems to be a way to explain his disappearance from the Exodus narrative after 24:14): "And Aaron was affrighted when he considered the slaughtering (Exodus 32:5), [meaning] Here Jesus accuses the Israelites of killing Zechariah son of Barachiah. This is not the Zechariah whose death is reported in 2 Chronicles 24 (who is the son of Jehoiada), but instead Zechariah, the prophet to whom the Biblical book Zechariah is attributed, and thus the same figure as "Zechariah the son of Iddo" (referred to in the Targum cited above).
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The killing of the prophet Isaiah, like that of Zechariah, is also reported in non-canonical Jewish sources. In the Martyrdom of Isaiah (a composite work dating from the 2 nd century BC to the 4 th century AD) the unfaithful Judaean king Manasseh, son of the faithful (or, at least, repentant) Judaean king Hezekiah (see 1 Kings 18-21), kills Isaiah (Isaiah himself predicts the killing during the reign of the father). Manessah does so under the influence of the demon Beliar:
Cf. also the Lucan parallel to Matthew 23:38: "Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you that kill the prophets and stone those who are sent to you! How often have I longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you refused! * Look! Your house will be left to you. Yes, I promise you, you shall not see me till the time comes when you are saying: Blessed is he who is coming in the name of the Lord!" ( .
Whether or not this passage indeed includes an allusion to the martyrdom of Isaiah, it is nevertheless important for what it shows of the prominence that the traditions of the killing of the prophets had gained by the time of the writing of the New Testament. These traditions were, for the most part, not found in the canonical Bible, but they were evidently known to both Jews and Christians.
Later Christians further developed traditions on the murder of the prophets, notably in a collection of narratives known under the title the Lives of the Prophets. Lives of the Prophets is a thoroughly Christian work. 23 In any case, for our purposes the key question is not the origin of the work, but rather its relationship to the Qur'ān. To this end it is particularly important to note that a version of the Lives in Syriac (a language intimately related with the Arabic of the Qur'ān) was composed already in the sixth century.
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The Lives of the Prophets, unlike the canonical Old Testament, describes the murder of many of the prophets of Israel -Major or Minor -at the hands of their own people. According to the Lives, three of the four Major Prophets of the Old Testament were killed by the Jews:
Isaiah: "[He] died after he was sawn in two by Manasseh and 1.
was buried beneath the oak of Rogel." Lives of the Prophets, it is understandable that the Qur'ān would say of the Jews: "Whenever an apostle brought them that which was not to their liking, they would impugn a part of them and a part they would kill" (Q 5:70; passage I). 28 Indeed it is telling that the Qur'ān never seeks to explain such oblique references further. In the context in which the Qur'ān was proclaimed -the Late Antique Near East -such passages would have needed no explanation.
At the heart of the Lives of the Prophets, it seems, is the veneration of Christians in the Late Antique Near East for martyrs who witnessed to the Christian gospel at the cost of their lives. In the Lives the prophets of the Old Testament become types of the Christian martyrs. The Jews are accused of killing the prophets of Israel who predicted Christ's coming, as they are accused of killing Christ himself and those who would proclaim him. 29 The connection between the murder of the prophets, of Christ, and of the martyrs is seen in the account of the martyrdom of Stephen in Acts. Before his death Stephen declares to the Sanhedrin: 
30
Christians would later connect the martyrdom of Stephen and the death of the prophets. In his Ecclesiastica historia (book 9, ch. 17) Sozomenus (d. ca. 450) recounts how the body of Zechariah the prophet was discovered along with the body of Stephen the martyr.
Thus while Jews and Christians shared an interest in the stories of the deaths of prophets, the use to which Christians put these stories was quite different. Christian use these stories as part of the Christian theodicy whereby the Jews long opposed -even to the point of murder --the prophets whom God sent to them, prophets who predicted the coming of Jesus Christ. Now they have murdered Christ himself. This theodicy is suggested by the parable of the wicked tenants , and by Stephen's speech in Acts. This same sentiment is found in Matthew 23:34-35 (cited above), which has Jesus declare: "This is why --look --I am sending 30 An illuminating correspondence is found between this passage and the 155 th verse of al-Nisā'. Stephen accuses the Jews of being a people "with uncircumcised hearts" who "killed those who foretold the coming of the Upright One," and who became "his betrayers, his murderers." In al-Nisā' the Qur'ān accuses the Jews both of having uncircumcised hearts and of killing the prophets. Two verses later (Q 4:159) it will describe how the Jews boast of having killed Jesus. you prophets and wise men and scribes; some you will slaughter and crucify, some you will scourge in your synagogues and hunt from town to town. * and so you will draw down on yourselves the blood of every upright person that has been shed on earth." Luke 11:49-50 is similar: "And that is why the Wisdom of God said, 'I will send them prophets and apostles; some they will slaughter and persecute, so that this generation will have to answer for every prophet's blood that has been shed since the foundation of the world.'" These Gospel passages anticipate the death of Christ and allude to the killing of John the Baptist ). Yet they are also condemnations of the Jews. The Jews, except for a few whom God has elected, are a people who oppose the prophets. Elsewhere in Matthew Jesus encourages his followers by comparing their suffering with the persecution of the prophets: "Blessed are you when people abuse you and persecute you and speak all kinds of calumny against you falsely on my account. * Rejoice and be glad, for your reward will be great in heaven; this is how they persecuted the prophets before you" . The idea that the Jews are a people who killed the prophets becomes 31 This notion, that a few of the Jews have remained faithful, seems to be reflected in Qur'ān passages such as 2: 83, 88, 246; 4:46, 66, 155; 5:13, passim. CorpusSCO, 1955 [vol. 154] and 1967 [vol. 155] ), 58 (German trans., 42). In Contra Julianum (4:24) Ephrem refers to the Jews as killers of the prophets in his address to Jerusalem and Zion: "Behold you are at rest; you are at peace, then, and freed from demonic things and contact with evil spirits. They became confused and raved and crucified the Reviver of all, and they have always torn to pieces the two of you. In you they killed the prophets; in you they multiplied idols. With the image of four faces they put your faces to shame. (Matthew [23:35] has "between the sanctuary and the altar"). Tellingly, Zechariah the father of John enters into the sanctuary (Luke 1:9) to burn incense at the opening of Luke's Gospel.
Thus according to Ephrem Jesus, John the Baptist, and John's father Zechariah were all killed at the hands of the Jews. In this Ephrem seems to apply to the New Testament the logic of traditions on the killing of the great prophets of the Old Testament.
Elsewhere Ephrem (like the authors of the New Testament) draws a connection between the legacy of the Jews as "prophet killers" and their ongoing threat against the believers. In the Sermones de fide, Ephrem warns the reader that the Israelites -the people who once killed the prophets -now seek to kill the soul of Christians.
Then they murdered outwardly/now they murder inwardly.
They wander through sea and land/in order to lead those who followed to Gehenna. With Ephrem the point is not simply that the Jews once killed the prophets -either of the Old Testament or of the New. His point is that the Jews once killed the prophets and they remain killers (qatūlē). In a similar manner the Qur'ān does not simply report that the Jews killed prophets in the past; it makes the killing of the prophets a Jewish trait and connects this trait with their later sufferings and their refusal to accept Muhammad. 40 The description of the Jews as both a "murderous nation" and a nation whose "heart is filled in with deceit" is reminiscent of Acts, where Stephen declares that the Jews are a nation of "uncircumcised hearts" who "killed those who foretold the coming of the Upright One" (Acts 7:51-52). The Qur'ān similarly connects the condition of the Jews' hearts with their killing of the prophets: "Then because of their breaking their covenant, their denial of Allah's signs, their killing of the prophets unjustly and for their saying, 'Our hearts are uncircumcised'…" (Q 4:155a). 41 Jacob wrote his "Letter of Consolation" in the sixth century, to a people in southern Arabia. Evidently, the idea of Jews as "killers of the prophets" was well known to Christians throughout the Late Antique Near East. It is telling, therefore, that the Qur'ān refers to this idea in a manner which suggests that its own audience would have found it familiar.
